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Nagasaki was, between 1641and 1859, the only access into Japan for foreign
countries in the isolated but peaceful Edo-Time. The Netherlands were always present as an
exclusive European representative for trade and cultural exchange on the Dejima Island in
Nagasaki port, in spite of the lost independence time from 1793 to 1815.
During 218 years in Edo Time, many European came there. The important persons
for Japanese history were Engelbert Kaempfer, Carl Thunberg and Phillip Franz von Siebold.
They were interested in this Far Eastern country, but on the other hand Japanese are curious
about where these Europeans came from. I wanted to visit their homes in Europe someday.
First of all, Engelbert Kaempfer (1651-1716) never intended to come to Japan in the
beginning. He was a German, born in the small town Lemgo, in northwest Germany. He
started his journey from Uppsala, north of Stockholm, as a member of a Swedish trade
mission to Persia. After his adventurous journey he reached Japan as a ship’s doctor for the
Dutch East India Company, from Batavia, now Jakarta, Indonesia. His stay in Nagasaki was
from 1690 to 1692. After returning home, he published Amoenitatum Exoticarum (Fig.1).
I visited the “Witch Mayor” museum in Lemgo, a peculiar museum exhibiting botrh
the history of witch hunts in the medieval time and the works of Kaempfer (Fig.2). Kaempfer
described many Japanese plants with etched drawings. Camellia japonica is also found in the
book with a Japanese word “Tsubaki”, meaning camellia (Fig.3), but it is strange to see an
incomplete Japanese character missing a part of the sun. (Fig.4) I got to know a camellia
friend from England during the congress at Nantes, France, in 2018. We talked about the
works of Kaempfer, especially about the drawing of the Camellia japonica. He pointed out
the financial difficulty when Kaempfer published the book. I presume that his payment for
the etcher was not sufficient. This may be the reason why a part of the character is missing.
After his death all his property was taken over by his nephew. The document
Kaempfer gathered during his journey was bought by Sir Hans Sloan, a famous English
collector, a royal physician and an inventor of a recipe for cacao bean. The part of the
document relating to Japan was translated into English by a Swiss physician, Johann Kasper
Scheuchzer, as “History of Japan” (Fig.5), which is also exhibited in the museum.
When the Queen Elizabeth II visited Japan in 1975, she quoted the preface of the
book in the banquet speech at the imperial palace:
“The first British seafarers and traders who came to Japan in the time of Queen
Elizabeth I, found much to wonder at and admire in your civilization. Later on -- in
1727-- an English translator of the History of Japan wrote in his preface that his book
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described a valiant nation… a polite, industrious and virtuous people, enriched by a
mutual commerce among themselves and possessed of a country on which nature
hath lavished her most valuable treasures.”
The second famous person is Carl Peter Thunberg (1743-1828). My encounter with
his legend was in the castle garden of Pillnitz, Germany, when I was involved in an engine
assembly plant project in Poland 1997 as a construction project manager. One day a friend
of mine brought me to Dresden and Pillnitz, before the Christmas time. I found a huge glass
house exclusively for a camellia japonica, probably more than 240 years old, in the castle
garden (Fig.6).
There I heard about a legend that Thunberg sent the camellia from Japan. (Fig.7) This
legend impressed and inspired me very much and I wrote a novel about how the camellia
reached Pillnitz from Nagasaki. Its title is “The Camellia of An’ei”, and later on a German
version followed (Fig.8). These books triggered me to join the Japan Camellia Society and
the International Camellia Society as well.
Thunberg was a student of Carl Linne, who is called the father of the taxonomy.
Thunberg followed the instruction of his professor and came to Japan after his expedition in
South Africa as a ship’s physician of the Dutch East Indian Company, the same as Kaempfer.
Thunberg stayed on Dejima Island only a year (1775-1776), because the life on the
small island was intolerable for him. He called the Dutch branch facility on the island the jail.
All foreigners were restricted to staying there. He had to ask permission each time to go out
of the island and collect plants, as had Kaempfer. He was allowed exceptionally to go to Edo
(Tokyo), the capital of Japan at the time, but he could experience a long journey only once.
The distance between Nagasaki and Tokyo is about 1,200 km and the round trip needed
about four months on foot and by ship. This occasion was a very good chance not only for
Thunberg himself but also for Japanese people, who were interested in Western culture and
technology.
The fact that Kaempfer and Thunberg started their explorations from Uppsala
interested me very much and I wanted to visit this city once. After a consideration, I
approached the Museum of Evolution where the specimens Thunberg collected in Japan are
still preserved and there I could make an appointment with a curator, Dr.Hjertson.
When I found the botanic and administration building of the museum (Fig.9) on a
beautiful autumn day in 2019, he guided me kindly into the treasure room of Thunberg
(Fig.10). He showed me specimens of camellias brought by Thunberg from Japan. The
original material of Camellia sasanqua (Fig.11) reminded me of an etching of sasanqua in his
“Flora Japonica” published in1784 (Fig.12). The etching was drawn probably in reference to
this specimen. In addition to the specimen of Camellia japonica (Fig.13), he showed me
another sheet of a camellia cultivated in Uppsala and Denmark at the time (Fig.14) and
mentioned finally that the collection of Thunberg’s Japanese Plant is a joint project between
the Museum of Evolution, Uppsala University, and the National Museum of Nature and
Science, Tsukuba, Japan.
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The best known person who came to Nagasaki was Phillip Franz von Siebold (17961866). He influenced Japanese scholars and physicians very much. He is so famous that
every pupil in Japanese schools knows who he was. He was sent from the Netherlands to
Japan under the clear state’s instruction that native plants and information of Japan should
be collected and gathered systematically in order to promote the Dutch trade.
In the course of his stay he could go off the island easily and establish his private
school in the suburb of Nagasaki because his medical knowledge and ability were sought
eagerly. With the aid of his students he collected many native plants and he sent them from
Nagasaki to Batavia, where he built his gardens, from where his plants were shipped to the
Netherlands.
Just before he was due to leave Nagasaki in the autumn of 1828, he was arrested
because of a scandal. He wanted to take away copies of the map of Japan -- top secret at
the time -- and official clothes he received from an ophthalmologist who was not allowed to
pass them along. However, the Dutch ship anchored in the port was blown away and
stranded by a strong typhoon. His 89 crates, already packed and loaded, were recovered and
checked in detail. He was interrogated severely and was confined on the island for another
year. Without this incident, he maybe could have sent many other camellias to Europe.
The most famous camellias he sent were ‘Tricolor’ (Ezonishiki) and “Donckelarii”
(‘Masayoshi’). I visited the Siebold museum (Fig.15) in Würzburg, Germany, last autumn. In
the staircase of the building, the drawings of his “Flora Japonica” are exhibited. I found
Camellia sasanqua (Fig.16) and Camellia japonica (Fig.17), which is seemingly not the
Camellia japonica we are familiar with, with single petals. Something wrong happened,
probably at the time of the publication of the book.
Finally I would like to point out that the three researchers from Europe came to Nagasaki in
the Edo time when the economy was very good and cultural movements were very active.
Kaempfer came in the era of Genroku (1688-1704), Thunberg in An’ei era (1772-1781) and
von Siebold in Bunka & Bunsei era (1804-1830) (Table 1). It could be a coincidence of the
history.
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Table 1. Edo Time 1603-1868
1603

1700

1800

Genroku period
1888-1704
Kaempfer

An’ei period
Thunberg

1772-1781
1775-1776

Bunka-Bunsei period 1804-1830
Von Siebold
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1823-1829

1868

